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For My Darling Angels, Beatrice and Eugenie—You are the blood in my veins, the breath in my lungs, the freckles on my face, the joy in my heart.

You make my world complete and have taught me how to live and how to love.

I love you both with all of my being.






CONTENTS


[image: image]

INTRODUCTION

FORGIVING THE PAST

CO-PARENTING AND COMMON SENSE

EATING OUT EATING RIGHT

REACHING OUT

TIMING IT RIGHT

SURVIVING YOUR CRITICS

LAUGHING OUT LOUD

KEEPING RITUALS

REJECTING REJECTION

FINDING EMPATHY

NAMING NAMES

MINDING MANNERS



AGING WELL

TAKING WHAT LIFE GRANTS YOU

DRESSING TO THRILL

CORRESPONDING IN STYLE

SPEAKING OUT

ACCEPTING A COMPLIMENT

CHOOSING BATTLES

TRUSTING OUR CHILDREN

LEARNING AND LIVING

SPENDING WISELY

BREAKING PATTERNS

KEEPING FAITH

TRUSTING OTHERS

ASSUMING THE BEST

SETTING FIRST THINGS FIRST

SHELVING REGRET

ESCAPING ROUTINE

RESPECTING ELDERS

SEEING THE LIGHT

BENDING THE RULES

TAKING RISKS

BINGEING NO MORE



BREATHING DEEP

BEARING DIGNITY

SAYING YES TO NO

LIVING SMALL

QUELLING PANIC

GOING ONE ON ONE

SLOWING DOWN

COMING HOME

FINDING REFUGE

TAKING NO ONE FOR GRANTED

LIVING ON

LOVING WELL

AUTHOR’S NOTE



[image: image]





INTRODUCTION
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Until recently, my changing age held no more significance to me than the barometric pressure or the gross national product of Brazil. It was just a new number, an excuse for a nice dinner, and then I flipped the page to another year.

But as I turn forty-three, it seems to me an apt time for reflection, a time to share what I have learned, however slowly. For too long, my life was awash with inconsistency. I was like a river running in curves so broad that it never built any useful speed. I meandered through the unconsciousness of my youth and early twenties; the Sturm und Drang of my Buckingham Palace years; the perpetual crises of my thirties, when I first struck out on my own.

Now, at last, I have reached some perspective on those twists and turns. I’ve begun to pare away the false and inessential—my penchant for overdoing, my need to be accepted, my impulse for the rash and brash. I am getting to the nub of me, and I like what I’m finding there. The small tales in this book are meant to illustrate my progress and perhaps to help others on a similar path.

This is not a book of grand pronouncements or high-flown philosophy. Whatever wisdom I have today is the fruit of my experience and especially my mistakes. They have made me at once stronger and more humble; they are the simple lessons of my life.

Sarah Ferguson
The Duchess of York
October 15, 2002




FORGIVING THE PAST
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Readers of My Story may recall my old foes the Grey Men, the Palace bureaucrats who found me insufficiently royal in every way: my dress, my bearing, the friends I kept. They did what they could to make my life a misery, with a strong assist from myself, of course. After leaving their milieu, I’d had no contact with any of these gentlemen for an age—until last year, when I strolled down a street in Mayfair and passed an art shop. There in the window sat an original portrait, by a well-known painter, of one of the top courtiers.

I didn’t think twice. I bought the portrait and sent it to the courtier (now retired) with a simple note that I thought he might like it for his children, and I hoped he was well, and I sent my love. I didn’t buy the gift to be kinder-than-thou. I simply knew that it would please him, as it would have pleased me. I would have done the same for anyone I knew.

A few days later, the mail brought the man’s response. Out of respect I will paraphrase, but here is the gist of it: I cannot believe that after all that has happened between us, you can be kind enough to do this.

In that exchange, our history was forever altered.

For years I had stewed in my anger at all who had hurt me. Bitterness can be seductive. As long as you hold to it, you are forever wronged—and thus forever right. Over time, however, I came to realize that animosity was no good for me. It spoiled my natural optimism, made me tedious to be around. Worse yet, it kept me from learning from my errors.

When it came to the Grey Man in question, I thought about why I’d been so furious with him. Then I solved the puzzle: I was angry with myself, for the blunders that had prompted his rebukes. I tried to look at life from the courtier’s point of view. By his own lights, he was an honest man doing his job. And if, with hindsight, he might have done it less gruffly, what did that matter now?

My first step, in sum, was to acknowledge my own trespasses. Once done, it was not so hard to forgive the Grey Man, too.

Now I see that I have no right to bear a grudge, nor any interest in it. To lash back can only feed the old injury and any lingering self-doubt. To snub a person is to forfeit our future together. In the end, we both lose.

I do not merely rise above old wrongs; I deny them their reality. I sever my connections to darker times and circumstance. I take people with a fresh eye and an open heart, as they come to me today. Their old dossiers have expired. Our new story has yet to be written. By refusing to hurt another, I heal my wounds as well.

[image: image]






CO-PARENTING AND COMMON SENSE
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Through all the storms that have tossed us, Andrew and I have kept safe what we hold most dear: our abiding friendship and the two young girls we’ve raised together. We’ve dealt with friction like everyone else, but we’ve always tried to put Beatrice and Eugenie first. It is a matter of common sense. Regardless of what else changes in our lives, Andrew will always be my daughters’ father. In parenting we will always be partners.

As in many families, regardless of marital status, Mommy takes charge of the day-to-day, the scheduling and school affairs. Andrew, who travels the globe in the cause of British trade, knows that I do well at tracking the girls’ needs. But at the same time, our parenting works because we sustain an active collaboration where it counts.

First, Andrew and I share the values we’ve hoped to impart to our children: integrity, forgiveness, honesty, humor, enthusiasm, grace.

Second, we spare them from our knotty grown-up problems. When we are with our daughters, separately or together, we are there for them, as well. We give them the attention they deserve.

Third, we hold an open discussion of any issue involving the girls. When it came time to choose their current schools, for example, we both agreed that they should go to different ones, so that each could shine in her own right. Andrew then left it to me to put the wheels in motion—to hash out with Beatrice and Eugenie exactly where they should go, to make the tours and interview the headmasters. He trusted me to find the right solution.

Fourth, we plan regular family times together. The four of us dote on our trips to the cinema Friday night. We plan at least one summer holiday together and always cheer our girls on at sports day at school.

Finally, when we disagree as parents, which isn’t often, we steer clear of power plays or pressure tactics. We simply work it out together. For example, when Andrew first heard of my plan to take Beatrice to visit the HIV-positive children of St. Petersburg, he thought she was too young. Rather than stew about it, he came to me with his reservations: “What is the program? What is she going to do?” After talking to me, he came around to endorsing the trip. And after we came back, and he saw our daughter’s confidence soaring, he was the first to say that the encounter had done her a world of good. In truth, he’d never been too worried, because he knew that I had her best interests at heart.

On the other hand, it was Andrew who took the lead upon the death of his grandmother last March. He brought the girls out to say good morning to the people who’d lined up to see The Queen Mother lying in state. I knew that it might be very sad and difficult for our daughters to do it, but I supported their father nonetheless.

Beatrice and Eugenie have told us, more than once, that they hope our family arrangement will stay just as it is now—just as it is pictured on the Christmas cards sent from the four of us.

Little can be guaranteed in this turbulent world of ours. But I can promise our daughters that one thing shall be constant. Their father and I shall always stand behind them, connected for all time.
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EATING OUT, EATING RIGHT
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Through much of my adulthood, I worshipped the false god of excess. I overspent and overdressed and overreacted, and most of all I overate. Every restaurant was a theme park, and I had to try every ride. I had achieved that level of notoriety where chefs would eagerly send me their signature dishes and all sorts of complimentary extras. Miracles of saturated fat would fly to my table at no cost, at least monetarily.

To this day, I find enchantment in the mingling of old friends and new flavors in a public space. (I prefer the more casual establishments, where food and fun take center stage, and I don’t feel conspicuous if I laugh too loud.) I delight in the look of a menu. I love the spare poetry that puts words to food, the promise of gastronomic excitement.

At the same time, I have gained a hard-earned respect for the havoc that a four-star, five-course, foie-gras-and-confit carnival can wreak on my self-discipline, my sense of well-being, and ultimately my waistline. In self-defense, I have learned to demystify the gourmet experience. I still eat very well, but I eat smart.

As with many things, it begins with a touch of extra courage to stand out from a crowd. While I respect that beautiful menu, I do not treat it as gospel. There are few fish that cannot be grilled or poached as well as sautéed, few poultry dishes that can’t come without the skin. Any vegetable can be steamed; any sauce can be ordered on the side. (Once I’ve set the sauce or salad dressing in its place, I’ll dip my fork in it before spearing the meat or fish or lettuce leaf. I’ll get flavor with minimal fat.) If my custom order seems a bit bland, I’ll ask for lemon juice or balsamic vinegar to jazz it up a bit. And if the chef cannot modify a rich recipe, I’ll happily go back to square one and order something else.

Then there is the matter of portions and courses. In reality, the body requires only a hand-sized measure of protein to keep it well filled. (I should add that my reference point is my hand or your hand, not the platter-sized paws of Shaquille O’Neal.) There is no need for the 34-ounce porterhouse that could nourish the cello section of the New York Philharmonic.

If, despite my best-laid plans, my main course arrives oversized, I’ll ask for it to be split in two, with half going straight to a doggy bag. Now I’ve both delivered myself from temptation and won a special lunch or dinner for the next day. If I’m really not hungry, I feel no pressure to order an entrée at all. I’ll ask for two appetizers, or an appetizer and a salad, just enough to keep me in the flow of my companions’ meal.

There is no point in going out, after all, if you’ve going out to say no; you might as well stay home with the dog and a video. There is no harm in accepting a glass of Chardonnay or a slice of your neighbor’s chicken-fried chicken, or a helping of the Quintuple-Chocolate-Bypass from the dessert tray. Who will notice or care if you have a small taste and leave the rest? By saying yes, you avoid an annoying thirddegree about your diet plan. You separate the social (joining the party) from the personal (what you ingest).

In other words, you can have your cake and not eat it, too. I call it “all gong and no dinner.” I take a breadstick and pass the basket. I try everything on my plate—and stop there. I make much ado about nothing, and everyone is happy, most of all me.
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REACHING OUT
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During my last stay in the south of France, I took to hiking down a quiet road. Round a corner, I passed a little old house and, in its yard, a portly, ruddy-faced woman in a floral apron and fluffy slippers. I don’t know why exactly but something about her intrigued me, made me want to extend myself I waved at her as I went by and she must have thought I was some daft tourist, because she didn’t wave back.

The same thing happened the second day. But on the third day the old woman returned a tentative wave, and by the fourth day, she nearly got out of her chair as I called out, “Bonjour, madame!” It became a small ritual between us. She had no idea who I was, nor when I was coming, but she seemed to be waiting for me. Once she brought her grizzled husband out with her, and they both waved to beat the band.

On my last day, my last ride, I took some flowers and tied them to my bike with a ribbon. I cycled down to the little house and rounded the corner—but the lady wasn’t there. Disappointed, I tied the flowers to her gate as a parting gift.

Back at my house, I told Roger, the gardener, of my missed connection. He knew instantly what had happened. The old lady had a bad leg, Roger said, and walking troubled her, so she’d gone to the hospital for surgery. Each day I had passed her so blithely not knowing that she’d been in pain.

“Who is she?” I asked.

The quiet road, Roger explained, used to be a railway. The old lady’s husband was once the Stationmaster, and their house was the stationmaster’s house. Several times a day, whenever a train had passed, the couple would see a flurry of waves from the passengers—especially the children on board, for whom a ride was high adventure.

My bicycle, it seems, was a remembrance of locomotives past: a ghost train. As Roger said, “She has missed the trains and the waves. You brought them back to her.”

By reaching out, in a way that cost me nothing, I’d given more than I had realized.




TIMING IT RIGHT
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Dads was a bear for punctuality, as befit an officer in the Queen’s Household Cavalry. When I was a young girl working in London and commuting home each night, my train never beat him to the village station. He’d be there on the dot, without fail.

His discipline cut both ways, however. I habitually ran late, and once I missed the train home and thought nothing of hopping the next one, an hour later. When I rang, Dads flatly refused to pick me up; he’d driven off fuming, and he wasn’t coming back. I had to walk several miles before finding a taxi, a good lesson in the wages of presumption.

Unfortunately, the lesson didn’t take. In my Palace days, I overstuffed my calendar with as many as 300 official engagements in a year, on top of my intensive charity work, those marathon state dinners, my early-morning flying lessons, and a pair of pregnancies. I was perpetually late in a family where timeliness was next to godliness.

My toxic habit was set. Long after I left the Royal Family when my time was in theory more my own, I stayed hopelessly overscheduled. My stress ran off the chart. Like Alice’s rabbit, I was always hurried and distracted—and like the rabbit, I never caught up. How could I enjoy one event when I was running late for the next?

OEBPS/images/img01_1-7.png





OEBPS/images/img01_1-8.png
WHAT 1
KNOW NOW

Simple Lessons Learned the Hard Way
"‘Mv 3”'."

SARAH FERGUSON
The Duchess of York
with Jeff Coplon

Simon & Schuster

NEW YORK LONDON TORONTO SYDNEY SINGAPORE





OEBPS/images/img01_0ix.png
LS 2l





